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The Effect of Situational Cues on Inducing Stress 
Asma Mahmood and Rebecca White 
The effect of situational cues on inducing and increasing state anxiety was investigated in this 
research experiment. 132 college students were asked to participate in the experiment. After completing a 
baseline stress questionnaire, a story was read out loud in three parts to the students about a party that 
involved underage drinking and other escalating stressors. After each part a short questionnaire was 
given to measure the impact on stress levels based on self-report. Previous research on the subject was 
conclusive in finding that presenting situational cues could influence state anxiety. An experiment involv-
ing positive and negative written scenarios evidenced a significant difference from prestress to poststress 
scores, reflecting that change had occurred due to the scenarios presented (Moberley, Moulds & Watkins, 
2008). The research hypothesis predicted that the stress questionnaires presented after each part of the 
story would show an increase in state anxiety as compared with the baseline stress questionnaire taken by 
each participant. An additional dimension of the experiment included gender differences in induction of 
stress to see if perhaps one was more influenced by stressors than the other. 
Research has been done to support the hypoth-
esis that emotional interpretations can cause changes in 
stress levels. To be able to cause such changes, it has 
been found in past experiments that state anxiety can 
change depending on the effective generation of 
emotional meanings. State anxiety can be defined as an 
increase in self-reported anxiety as a reaction to an 
event being processed at a specific time, which does 
not have long-term or lingering effects once the source 
of the anxiety has been alleviated. Finding a causal link 
between situational cues and stress may help us get a 
better understanding of why some people might be 
particularly prone to anxiety (Mackintosh & Matthews, 
2000). By asking people to imagine being that they are 
the central character in a situation that is presented, an 
emotional response is likely, if the situation presented is 
something relatable to each  
individual. In such an instance, a person will be inclined 
to imagine that anything occurring around the character 
in the situation is something that could happen to each 
individualthem as well. It is necessary to get a situation 
to present that can be generalized to and understood by 
the type of sample that is represented, so as to get the 
most honest, unbiased reaction. Experiments have been 
done similarly to an extent as this, with smaller and 
more numerous scenarios employed, but seemed toto 
our knowledge they differed from this one in execution, 
They Those usedingused self-report to gauge increased 
stress levels, for example this studyas did the experi-
ment that follows, foundand did findsimilar to the study 
that follows, and were able to document increases 
between the baseline stress results and the poststress 
scores after induction of scenarios, both positive and 
negative. 
More specifically, one study conducted by Mathews 
and Mackintosh found that before state anxiety 
changed, subjects had to actively process and generate 
personally relevant meanings, thus supporting the use of 
a stimulus that is easily generalized to the sample being 
tested (Mackintosh & Mathews, 2000). Another study 
conducted tested whether participants having been 
exposed to a negative interpretive training would be 
more anxious and display a more intense negative 
emotional reaction to a stress task. This study found a 
correlation between participants's training and emo-
tional response, which provides ample reason behind 
studying this topic further. (Kindt, Salemink & van den 
Hout, 2007). Overall, rResearchers concluded that a 
case could be made to show a causal relationship 
between situational cues and an increase in state 
anxiety (Kindt, Salemink & van den Hout, 2007; 
Epstien & Katz, 1991; Moberly, Moulds & Watkins, 
2008; Mackintosh & Matthews, 2000). 
This experiment sought to find out if certain 
ordinary situations that occur could induce stress in 
people when things start to go awry. Not only was the 
goaldid we want to try and find a link between inducing 
stress and the situation presented, but we also wanted 
to see if the levels of stress can be manipulated to 
increase based on the types of stressors presented 
within a situation. Another factor explored in this 
experiment had to do with seeing if there was a gender 
component in linking the likelihoodness of stress 
induction and increase with the negative situation. The 
participants involved in this experiment gave self-
reports on their stress levels four times, with the first 
stress questionnaire being the baseline to test against 
the other three questionnaires taken. The baseline 
stress questionnaire was the control for the experiment, 
whileith the other three stress tests werebeing the 
experimental pieces, as it was attemptedwe tried to 
induce stress before each of theose three were taken, 
and also progressively attemptedtried to induce more 
stress from the first to the third stress test. The re-
search hypothesis was testing to find out the effect of 
stress scores when (1) increases in stress scores with 
the manipulation of stress that is induced on partici-
pants, the stress induced on participants is manipulated 
(2)significant differences between genders, and (3)  
the interaction of induced stress and gender. Method 
Participants 
One hundred and seven students (51 males and 
56 females) from 5 different undergraduate classes at 
Marist College, in Poughkeepsie, NY, participated in the 
voluntary experiment. Classrooms were picked based 
on professors who were twilling to allow the study to 
be conducted during class time. Participants were 
treated according to all APA ethical guidelines and had 
the option to participate or not. 
Materials 
The story that was used for the experiment 
was made up in different parts by both of the investi-
gators. It had to do with a college student having a 
party at his or her parents' house while they were 
away on vacation for the weekend. The same investi-
gator read the story aloud in each classroom, so that 
there would be no difference in the way it was pre-
sented. The point was to relate to college students, 
have them imagine that each of them was the main 
character in the story. The baseline stress questionnaire 
was constructed with 24 questions, drawing influence 
from online stress tests. For example, one question was 
as follows: 
I frequently have a slight guilty feeling if I relax and do 
nothing, even for short periods of time. 
After questions like this one there was a Likert 
scale of responses, from strongly disagree, disagree, 
neutral, agree, and strongly agree, each having a score 
from 0 to 4. The higher the points of each student, the 
more baseline stress an individual was perceived to 
experience. 
Next, the three-part story was read out loud to 
the participants.An excerpt from the third part of the 
story, which is the part with the most severe stressors 
involved, is as follows: 
You decide that it is a good idea to check in with your 
friends to be sure they all got home okay. Once you 
locate your phone you see multiple missed calls from 
mom and dad. Uh-oh. Before you have a nervous 
breakdown from hearing the reason behind why they 
were calling so much, you call your three friends and 
find out that two of them got home safely. 
The third one no one can get a hold of. His cell phone 
just keeps going right to voicemail. 
The short stress questionnaires that followed 
each part of the story were created based on the things 
that happened within the story. An example of a 
question used relating to the excerpt above is: If no one 
could find my friend after they left my house intoxi-
cated, I would feel... 
After each question there was a number that 
the participants had to choose, from 1 to 7, in terms of 
how stressed they might feel in that situation. There 
were words under each number to help the participant 
gauge a number to express their stress, from indifferent 
to panicked. In the first short questionnaire, the stres-
sors involved had to do with missing a class, getting 
ready for the party (alcohol, etc.), getting everything 
set up beforehand, worrying about valuables, and 
looking good to others. The second short questionnaire 
employed moderate stressors, such as aninflux of 
people showing up that were not intended, a fight 
breaking out, stains on furniture, a rock through the 
window, and the police showing up. The third short 
questionnaire used the most severe stressors, like the 
police handing out citations, realizing that the house is 
destroyed, not being able to locate a severely intoxi-
cated friend, and an allusion to the return of parents 
'earlyAt the end of each questionnaire each participant 
was asked to circlemale or female, in order to test for a 
difference between genders in inducing stress. The 
higher the points after each calculation, the more stress 
an individual was seen to possess. 
Design & Procedure 
Eeveryone who agreed to participate in the 
research experiment signed forms of informed consent, 
The baseline stress questionnaire was then handed out 
which consisted of 24 questions. Eeach person was 
given enough time to answer the questions, but not too 
much time to be able to over think responses. The goal 
was to encourage participants to answer based on the 
first thing that came to mind. Participants put their 
names on anything, in an attempt to increase confidenti-
ality and to prevent bias. 
Instead, there was a number on the top corner of each 
questionnaire, and each person had the same number 
on each of the questionnaires that they received. After 
about three minutes the baseline stress questionnaire 
was collected back. Part one of the story was then 
read, which contained mild stressors Before reading it 
the participants were told to focus on what was 
happening, and imagine in their minds as clearly as 
possible a "movie" of how this was occurring, with 
each participan being the main character. After it was 
read, the short questionnaire was handed out that went 
along with that part of the story., After about two 
minutes the questionnaire was collected back and then 
the second part of the story was read out. This part of 
the story had moderatestressors involved, continuing on 
the same story. At the conclusion of this part the 
second stress questionnaire was handed out. , After 
another minute or two wethe questionnaire was 
collected it back and the third part of the story was 
read. This part contained severe stressors. After this 
part the third and final stress questionnaire was handed 
out. , Once it was collected back and the participants 
were debriefed. It was explained that the experiment 
was to test if it was possible to induce, and then 
increase the amount of state anxiety that the partici-
pants were experiencing based on the story that was 
read. Attempts were made to control extraneous 
variables by asking participants not to talk about 
anything related to the experiment until everyone was 
completely finished. It was an attempt to prevent 
participants from trying to guess what the experiment 
was about. 
Results 
The response sheets of the four different question- 
naires were scored. After getting the raw score, all of 
the numbers were averaged to account for the differ- 
ences in the amount of questions per questionnaire. 
This way, they could all be compared to one another 
easily. Once each sheet was scored, it was then 
rechecked to ensurethat it was done correctly. 
The numbers were typed into PASW Statistics version 
17.0 for statistical analysis. There were 5 columns of 
data, displaying questionnaire 1 
(baseline), and then part 1, 2, and 3 of the response 
sheets coinciding with the story, and the final column 
was for gender. The test that wase used to analyze the 
data was a mixed ANOVA. There were a total of 51 
males and 56 females in the sample group. 
The mean stress score of males and females on the 
baseline stress questionnaire was respectively 1.739 
and 1.696, with the highest possible mean score being a 
4, as each response was worth between zero and four 
points. The mean stress score on the first induced 
stress questionnaire of males and females was, respec-
tively, 3.875 and 4.425, with the highest possible mean 
score being a 7, as each response was worth between 
zero and seven points. The mean stress score on the 
second induced stress questionnaire of males and 
females was, respectively, 4.643 and ,5.152; with the 
highest possible mean score being a 7. (See Table 4). 
The mean stress score on the last induced stress 
questionnaire of males and females was, respec-
tively, 5.706 and 6.250, with the highest possible 
mean score again, being a 7. A 4 (stress) x 2 (gen-
der), two-way mixed (between-within) ANOVA 
compared the 4 questionnaires of each individual 
student to each other along with gender differences. 
The within-group effects produced (F(3,105)=596.29, p 
< .01). The mean differences within all four question-
naires were significant at p < .01. The between group 
effects showed (F(1,105) = 9.270, p < .01). The mean 
difference between genders was significant (M.= .390, 
std. error = .128). The interaction effect was found to 
be (F(3,105) = 3.82, p < .01). By performing the Tukey 
Post-Hoc HSD, it was found that all four of the stress 
scores were significantly different from one another. 
Discussion  
It was predicted that there would be a signifi-
cant difference between the stress scores of the 
baseline questionnaire compared with the third short 
questionnaire, along with increasing differences be-
tween the three short questionnaires that had to do with 
mild, moderate and severe stressors presented. The 
results of the present experiment indicate that state 
anxiety can be induced as well as increased, for 
significant differences not only  
between the impact of stressors but also within the 
gender of the subject was recorded. This conclusion is 
consistent with the proposal that state anxiety can be 
manipulated and increased if the given situational cue 
is such that it will be relatable to the sample repre-
sented on a personal level. This means that not only 
was stress increased from a participant's baseline 
stress level, which they caome into the study with, but 
also stress levels were increased at each part of the 
story in comparison with each of the scores obtained 
prior to it. It is recognized that people are influenced 
more so in situations that they are more familiar with 
and have a tie to. When this tie can be created, the 
influence of stressors should be triggered within 
participants and thus influence state anxiety, as evi-
denced by this experiment.The most significant differ-
ences in the experiment were found between the 
baseline questionnaire and the third stress inducing 
short questionnaire. This is what was expected since 
the baseline stress score is each individual's life stress 
that they bring to the experiment, which is not some-
thing we can control and thus is a variable in itself. The 
third short questionnaire was the one that included the 
most severe stressors within the story, so, a large 
difference between the two scores was expected. The 
smallest difference that was noted in the pairwise 
comparisons was between the second stress inducing 
short questionnaire (that employed moderate stressors) 
and the first stress inducing questionnaire (that em-
ployed mild stressors). This was also something that 
was expected to occur because the stressors were not 
significantly different in size from one another as to 
warrant a shocking deviation, although there still was a 
significant difference noted. The difference between 
the baseline questionnaire and the second short ques-
tionnaire (moderate stressors) was the second most 
significant mean difference that was found. This means 
that the second largest difference in average scores 
was between the baseline stress score and the moder-
ate stress questionnaire. The third largest difference 
between mean scores was found between the baseline 
stress questionnaire and the first short stress question-
naire (that employed mild stressors). 
This was the scores between the stress that each 
participant brought into the experiment on his or her 
own, compared with the first induction of stress based 
on the first part of the story that was read aloud. In 
comparison with the rest of the significant results, the 
smallest significance was seen by the mean differences 
in the first short questionnaire compared with the third 
short questionnaire as well as the second short ques-
tionnaire alongside the third questionnaire. Although 
these differences exist between the different stress 
scores, it is noteworthy that they all were very signifi-
cant at the a =.01 level.A lot of previous research on 
inducing stress found significant results when compar-
ing prestress levels and poststress levels on stress tests 
(Mackintosh & Mathews, 2000). Those experiments 
were not done in the same way that this one was, but 
the results were similar in significance. This experiment 
takes those concepts further by exploring the different 
levels of stress induced and finding that it is possible 
not only to induce stress but also to induce it in incre-
ments and find significant differences between all the 
levels of stress. The gender dimension that is employed 
is also evidence of differences in what cues affect 
females more so than males and vice versa. 
Mean scores for the male participants showed 
that they were more likely to have higher baseline 
stress scores than females. Once the induction began 
though, the differences in mean scores on the stress 
tests showed that females were more susceptible to 
higher self-reported stress scores on all of the three 
parts of the short questionnaires as compared with the 
males.The rationale behind a negative situational cue, 
and more specifically one about a party, was chosen is 
because of the sample that was being worked with. 
Similar research would be valuable in exploring differ- 
ent cues presented, both positive and negative. It would 
also be interesting to study situational cues that pertain 
solely to one gender or another. For example, testing 
stress related to a wedding could be worthwhile as 
obviously an occasion such asthat has immense 
stressors but it can be considered positive stress. This 
experiment was unable to test such cues due to limita-
tions in the sample, so future research on different 
types of cues would be necessary. 
A potential carryover effect of anxiety from one 
section of the experiment to another is unavoidable in 
this experiment. Although the choice was made to 
break the situational cue into three levels of stress, in 
an actual stressful encounter, levels would not be 
differentiated. This experiment sought to deconstruct a 
stressful event to see exactly how it increases and how 
people react to it. Also, any future research could look 
into finding different ways to control individual ques-
tionnaires and scores. , Research of this type is impor-
tant for the fact of trying to get a handle on anxiety and 
stress and different triggers that may predispose 
certain people to anxiety more so than others. It is also 
important in application to Assertive Community 
Treatment and other methods of community treatment 
with respect to the type of psychoeducation they 
receive It is imperative to be empathic to the idea that 
people participating have likely had experiences that 
may affect their ability to reintegrate into certain 
societal situations. The situations presented in educa-
tional case studies may impose upon them maladaptive 
residual effects of previously experiencing something 
similar. Though the intent of the programs is to assist 
and help people, they could result in more than a 
minimal risk to well being. 
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TABLE 1  
Means and Standard Deviations for Stress Scores on All Stress Questionnaires between Males 
and Females 
Gender Mean Std. Deviation N 
BASE 	 Male 1.7390 .37123 51 
Female 1.6959 .31639 56 
Total 1.7164 .34266 107 
MILD 	 Male 3.8745 .99194 51 
Female 4.4250 1.07944 56 
Total 4.1626 1.07005 107 
MOD 	 Male 4.6426 1.13959 51 
Fem ale 5.1515 1.02967 56 
Total 4.9089 1.10811 107 
S EV 	 Male 5.7059 1.14358 51 
Fern ale 6.2500 .99252 56 
Total 5.9907 1.09661 107 
TABLE 2 
Mean Differences and Standard Errors for Stress Scores on Four Stress Questionnaires 
Stress 	 Stress Mean Difference Std. 	 Error Sig. a 
BASE 	 M ILD -2.432' .102 .000 
MOD -3.180 .106 .000 
SE V -4.260 .106 .000 
MILD 	 BASE 2.432 * .102 .000 
MOD -.747' .111 .000 
SE V -1.828 .115 .000 
MOD 	 BASE 3.1 80' .106 .000 
M ILD .747* .111 .000 
SE V -1.081 * .085 .000 
SEV 	 BASE 4.260 .106 .000 
MILD 1.828' .115 .000 
MOD 1.081' .085 .000 
TABLE 3  
Mean Differences and Standard Deviations between Males and Females 
Gender 	 Gender Mean Difference Std. Error Sig.' 
Male 	 Female -.390 .128 .003 
Female 	 Male .390 .128 .003 
TABLE 4 
Means and Standard Deviations for Genders on all Four Stress Questionnaires 
Gender 	 Stress Mean Std. Error 
Male 	 BASE 1.739 .048 
MILD 3.875 .145 
MOD 4.643 .152 
SEV 5.706 .149 
Female 	 BASE 1.696 .046 
MILD 4.425 .139 
MOD 5.151 .145 
SEV 6.250 .143 
This table depicts the four levels of stress questionnaires from baseline to severe stress induction, 
and a comparison between males and females responses to each. Standard error is also depicted 
at each level. This table is significant because although males came into the study with more 
stress at baseline, females had stronger stress responses in each level of stress induction. 
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GRAPH 1  
Mean Stress Scores Across 
Questionnaires 
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This graph depicts the mean scores on all stress questionnaires between males and females. Male 
baseline scores were higher than females, but when stress was induced, overall, females across 
all conditions had higher self-report scores. Scores between both genders were significantly 
different from one another across all conditions. 
GRAPH 2 
Overall Stress Levels Between Genders 
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This graph depicts average stress levels reported throughout the entire experiment between males 
and females. Male stress levels were significantly different from females across all conditions. 
Figure 1 
BASELINE QUESTIONNAIRE: 
1. I do not have time for many interests of hobbies outside of school/work. 
Strongly Disagree 	 Disagree 	 Neutral 	 Agree 	 Strongly Agree 
2. I feel like there are not enough hours in the day to do all of the things that I need to do. 
3. It seems that there are too many deadlines in my life that are difficult to meet. 
4. I frequently have a slight guilty feeling if I relax and do nothing, even for short periods of time. 
5. Sometimes during the day or when I wake up I have intense feelings of fatigue. 
6. I get irritated if the car or traffic in front of me is going too slowly, I am frustrated waiting in line. 
7. I have a greater dependency on alcohol, nicotine, caffeine, or drugs. 
8. I have experienced a change in my living conditions recently. 
9. I have been having difficulties with my friends. 
10. I recently took over major financial responsibility. 
11. I have had a change in my relationship with my significant other. 
12. I have been experiencing sexual difficulties. 
13. I have a family member who is experiencing a change in health condition. 
14. I have recently suffered personal injury or illness. 
15. I have recently experienced a break up. 
16. Lately, I have not had the best relationship with my family. 
17. I do not feel that I have supportive friends. 
18. I am unhappy with my job/work. 
19. I have feelings of hopelessness about the future. 
20. My heart pounds and races. 
21. I have urges to beat, injure, or harm someone. 
22. I feel that I am being watched or talked about by others. 
23. I do not feel that I can get help when I need it. 
24. I am not functioning that well at work/school.S 
Circle One: 	 MALE 	 FEMALE 
Scoring Method: 
An answer of: 
Neutral = 0 
Strongly Disagree = 1 
Disagree = 2 
Agree = 3 
Strongly Agree = 4 
The higher the points after calculation, the more stress an individual possesses. 
